Quomodo

a Strategic Design analysis of
Sustainability Approaches in
—ashion SMES

RAFFAELLA CARLUCCIO

Aalto University School Of Arts, Design And Architecture
Master's Degree Programme in Creative Sustainability, Department of Design



A!

Aalto University

Quomodo: a Strategic Design analysis of
Sustainability Approaches in Fashion SMEs

Author: Raffaella Carluccio
Thesis supervisor: Jouni Juntunen

Thesis advisor: Namkyu Chun

21.09.2020
Language: English

Aalto University School Of Arts, Design And Architecture (ARTS)
Master's Degree Programme In Creative Sustainability (CS Design)

Helsinki, Finland



Abstract

Pursuing sustainability is an urgent task for fashion companies. Despite
the values of sustainability are gaining momentum in the industry, efforts
remainfar fromaltering the overall environmental and social impacts. There
is a growing body of literature that recognises the relevance of the topic,
encompassing specific aspects such as materials, processes and behaviours.
However, little attention has been paid to the systemic structure and related
interplay of actors characterizing the current global fashion industry and in
which ways they influence the adoption of sustainable-oriented approaches
in companies.

The thesis aims to inquire into the systemic nature of the fashion industry
by embracing its relation to the social, environmental and economic
dimensions; andtocapturetheemergingdiscussionsamongits stakeholders.
Accordingly, the research focuses on analysing and experimenting with a
Strategic Design (SD) approach to the sustainability line of action of selected
small-medium enterprises (SMEs) in the fashion industry. Integrating SD
aims at providing holistic and long-term perspectives, guiding the enquiry
into strategic and systemic territories.

A literature review was conducted on sustainability challenges and changes
occurring in the fashion industry, and upon definitions and applications
of SD, forming the theoretical background and guiding the empirical
research. The thesis used multiple case studies to investigate approaches to
sustainability of three SMEs. Qualitative data was collected making use of
different methods as: prior desk research, a survey, guided discussions and
semi-structured interviews. In addition, visual representations of processes
and system architecture were employed as design-driven activities for
collecting and analysing insights from the case studies.

The empirical enquiry investigated factors driving and limiting the adoption
of sustainable practices from the perspective of selected companies and
related stakeholders. From a complementary angle, it was analysed the
potential of SMEs actively engaging in sustainability to create strategic
value within the system. Engaging in the discussion of sustainability with
a strategic design approach enabled creating an increased understanding of
the system, allowing new relationships between stakeholders to emerge and
displayed new ways of creating value in the system.



The study contributed to the discussion by considering sustainability in the
fashion industry from a systemic perspective and by experimenting with
a Strategic Design approach in analysing the sustainability challenges and
modus of fashion SMEs.
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1. Introduction

Quomodo, Latin, “in what manner’, “how”, from quo (ablative of qui who,
what) + modo, ablative of modus, manner, from which also derive the Italian
modaand the French mode, synonym of fagcon, from which the English version
fashion. New challenges impel to find a new course of action, novel ways
of doing, modus, to proceed within the complex systems that characterise
contemporary societies, to change the complex industry of fashion.

Theneedforthefashionindustrytoaccountforitsimpactontheenvironment
and the people is urgent and widely recognized. Here, and throughout the
chapters, the fashion industry will be defined as and referred to as a socio-
economic system of activities in which suppliers, companies, customers
and several different stakeholders are interconnected and interdependent
along extended value-chains. Said need partially stems from the fact that
sustainability, understood as the “development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987) is becoming a priority for investors,
customers and relevant stakeholders of fashion companies. Therefore, as
the interest in environmental and social impacts is gaining momentum,
it is simultaneously altering the business environment as well as the
companies' own operations (e.g design, production and retail). Growing
pressure from stakeholders such as NGOs and consumers, as well as interest
in developing a competitive advantage, are now drivers for fashion brands to
pursue environmental and social sustainability standards throughout their
operations. Solutions are continuously and extensively being researched and
proposed, along with the development of practical criterion such as policies
and frameworks for guiding the sustainable transition of the industry.

1.1 Objectives and Research Questions

This section aims to delineate the reasons that motivate the research.
Laying the foundation, both in terms of theory and intention, sets the stage
for a better understanding of the chosen methodological angle, reviewed
literature and contribution of the thesis.

Already within the first pages of this research, it is relevant to state that
there is not a singular and uniquely correct method to integrate sustainable
imperatives in fashion business operations. Several valid approaches have



been proposed to tackle the sustainability challenges of the industry, derived
from different fields of research, disciplines and institutions. Furthermore,
various strategies have been successfully implemented by companies,
tackling different facets of sustainability along the production and use of
apparel products. Small and large firms are increasingly taking genuine
efforts in this direction, showing how integrating sustainable values within
their businesses is foremost a process of change that requires multiple and
distinctive steps across their value chainsi.e. the set of activities necessary to
transform resources into valuable products or services in a defined market.

Acknowledging the fact that the prevalent approach to sustainability issues
consists of zooming in from the big picture into specific matters, often with
the aim of presenting or providing solutions, the thesis will deliberately
take a divergent stance on the topic. This way, it will explore the value of
widening the lens through which the fashion industry is looked at, in order
to pay closer attention to the interlinkages between actors, their roles, and
the causality of their operations.

My former role as a Knitwear Designer in a small company allowed me
to experience first-hand the close relation, and more importantly their
dependency, between a company‘s practices and their architecture of
operations. Thus, all the aforementioned reasons are those that drive the
main objectives of my master's thesis: to inquire into the systemic nature of
the fashion industry by embracing its relation to the social, environmental
and economic dimensions; and to capture the emerging discussions among
its stakeholders. As the term Quomodo suggests, the thesis focuses on the
ways through which fashion companies tackle their sustainability impacts.
Said approach inherently allows me to engage in the discussion concerning
sustainability in fashion through a systemic and strategic outlook.

In the following chapters, I will explore different approaches that allow
for holistic take on the presented issues. By examining systemic factors
that shape and influence selected companies, and the counter effects that
themselves generate, the research aims to create an analysis of Strategic
Design approaches to sustainability in fashion SMEs.

Building on the objectives, the thesis aims to provide insights to the
following research question:

RQ: In which ways can Strategic Design trigger sustainable approaches in
fashion SMEs?



However, in order to be able to experiment with a Strategic Design approach,
I have formulated two sub-research questions, which allow for a more
concise exploration within the empirical enquiry in Chapter 5

Sub-research questions:

a. What are the factors that drive and limit small fashion companies to
engage in sustainable practices throughout their network?

b. How can strategic value emerge from SMEs actively engaging in
sustainability?

As part of the experimentation with Strategic Design in practice, the
empirical research focuses on the aspects that offer potential for advancing
long-term and systemic sustainable benefits while maintaining economic
viability. The enquiry will investigate possible drivers and barriers to the
adoption of more sustainable practices from the perspective of a selected
fashion SME and its main supplier. From a complementary angle, further
research will analyse the stances of a selection of fashion companies which
are already implementing sustainable practices in their activities. The
aim of the second research question is that of detecting points of strategic
value created by the SMEs in the process of implementing and adopting
sustainable approaches throughout their operations. Such strategic value
(section 3.2) is defined as the ability of companies to influence, reinforce or
unlock the factors acting as drivers and barriers to their continuous process
of transition to sustainability (figure 1).

1st SUB-RESEARCH 2nd SUB-RESEARCH
QUESTION QUESTION
A K_H
r
BARRIERS '

e /?A

o

DRIVERS STRATEGIC
VALUE

Figure 1.
Complementary aspects
addressed through the
sub-research questions.
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1.2 Research Contribution

As a premise, I find it worth specifying how the concept of sustainability
is approached and how related terms are presented in the thesis. The
reason behind this choice, as mentioned in section 1.1, is to provide clarity
to the reader, and allow them to place the relevance of the thesis within a
complex and vast system such as the fashion industry. Despite the common
association of sustainability with the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework,
which seeks to balance environmental, social and economic benefits, I will
make a distinction between remarks regarding planet and people, and those
regarding profits. Therefore, the term sustainability and its derivatives
will reckon with the environmental and the social impacts and/or benefits
deriving from human activities. Economic sustainability will be expressed
as economic viability and/or maintenance of profitability.

The main contribution of the research is represented by: (1) considering
sustainability in the fashion industry from a systemic perspective, and
(2) experimenting with a Strategic Design approach in analysing the
sustainability challenges and modus of fashion SMEs.

The academic discussion on sustainability in the fashion industry is wide,
encompassing meaningful contributions to aspects such as the use of
particular materials (Chen & Burns, 2006), processes (Fletcher, 2012) and
behaviours (Clark, 2008; Niinimdki, 2011) associated with environmental
and social impacts of production and consumption of apparel and textile
products.Inthisregard, buildingontheworkofresearchersandpractitioners
with alike concerns, I will contribute to the broader discourse by providing a
systemic perspective to the topic of sustainability in fashion, encompassing
its different shades, multi-layered impacts and proposed solutions (see
Clark, 2008; Black 2011; Fletcher 2014; Niinimdki 2018; among others).

The great interest in the topic reflects the significance of the issues and
the urgency to find viable solutions through a collaborative effort. Fashion
companies, primarily brands and retailers, are called in to promote and
drive change in their value chains through different strategies. In response,
there is a great variety of approaches available to ensure sustainability in
the fashion industry, depending on the different types of organization and
business models. Hence, the thesis does not intend to provide an exhaustive
summary of such approaches, as it would be virtually impossible. On
the other hand, the research aims at considering the complex nature of
sustainability in fashion as a starting point to then explore a radically
different approach to the topic. By investigating how companies proceed
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towards sustainability goals, what are their drivers and constraints in the
process, and whenever their attitude presents potential for long-term value
to emerge in the system, the thesis intends to present a holistic perspective
on the topic of sustainability in the fashion industry. Starting to unpack
this discourse, then, might bring significant individual learnings, as well as
valuable contributions to the existing and future literature.

Strategic Design is the main lens through which the topic is discussed.
Given its intrinsic systemic nature, as well as the contexts, (i.e. the fashion
industry), and the subjects, (i.e. sustainability impacts), a Strategic Design
approach is employed with the aim of providing a holistic view on the topic of
enquiry. As adesign-driven activity capable of adapting to different subjects,
enabling stakeholders collaboration and engaging in both problem-setting
and problem-solving functions (Meroni, 2008) SD allows for the adoption
of a ‘birds-eye view* research and analysis philosophy. Strategic Design is
the glue that connects different areas of action, creating synergies with
stakeholders outside of the business environment. Hence, said approach is
explored and employed as alens to inquire into the environmental and social
sustainability of contemporary fashion SMEs, considering them as integral
parts of a value-chain system in which the suppliers, brand and customers
are interconnected and interdependent.

Being the discipline of Strategic Design experimentally employed to tackle
societal challenges, the application of this approach into a specific sector
could bring different insights to the topic analysed. Finally, by doing so, the
thesis aims to contribute to a vision of SD outside of its usual application to
societal challenges; instead, it presents an experimental application of it to
the fashion sector, bringing in additional insights on the topic analysed.

The first part of the thesis consists of the theoretical background. It begins
with a panoramic (re)view of the environmental and social sustainability
issues occurring in the contemporary fashion industry, and the emerging
efforts in addressing such challenges. Furthermore, theoretical views on
Strategic Design as a discipline and as approach are presented. The second
part presents an empirical enquiry in the form of three case studies looking
into the ways, modus, through which three SMEs embed environmental and
social sustainability into their practices and operations.
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2. The sustainability case in fashion

The review of the literature aims at building a theoretical background on
the sustainability discourse in fashion and on the Strategic Design approach
presented in the thesisrespectively as topic and lens of enquiry. To satisfy the
aims of the thesis, the research draws from a review of literature on the topic
of sustainability within the fashion industry and of notions of the Strategic
Design. The literature review constitutes the theoretical framework of the
thesis and provides an understanding of the concept of sustainability within
contemporary the fashion context, observing the impacts of industrially
manufactured clothing on both environmental and social spheres.
Furthermore, existing definitions and applications of Strategic Design will
be presented, exploring the approach from a theoretical standpoint to then
support its application in practice. Overall, the theoretical background will
support the empirical enquiry by providing an understanding of the topic
of sustainability within the contextual environment of the fashion industry
and by guiding the application of Strategic Design in practice.

The present chapter will disclose a brief literature review upon the
sustainability challenges of the fashionindustry, considering environmental
and social sustainability matters. In the form of a retrospective look of
contemporary apparel production and consumption, the focus shifts
between the resources employed and the consequential impacts of the
processes aiming to create, maintain and dispose of ordinary clothing.
In addition, the chapter will reflect upon some structural features of the
fashion system that represent the root causes of the emerging impacts
and eventually offer windows of opportunity for sustainable innovation to
emerge in the industry.

2.1 Sustainability challenges of the industry

A brief observation of our wardrobe can unravel the large and complex
supporting system of today's fashion industry. If observed closely, it is
possible to notice the great variety of materials used in just a single piece
of clothing: natural fibres, synthetics materials, metal accessories and
animal-origin materials. By tracing imaginary pathways for each of these
components, it is possible to picture the long line of processes required for
their harvesting, collection and processing into the final product we own. The
countless materials and operations employed in the production of garments
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make the fashion supply chains an intricate network, connecting farmers,
manufacturers, design companies, retailers and end-users across continents.

The extent of supply chains of products is often unknown to fashion brands
and the general public, resulting in a normalized lack of transparency
regarding the negative impacts of production operations. As awhole, fashion
is a highly sophisticated, resource-demanding, global industry; worth $2.5
trillion in 2017 (Beltrami et al., 2019), employing formally and informally
more than 430 million workers worldwide (Faces and Figures: Who Makes
Our Clothes?, 2018). The lack of proper control and responsibility over the
procurement of raw materials and manufacturing modes makes it even more
problematic to assess and tackle the environmental and social sustainability
issues occurring within and arising from the supply networks.

The supply chains allocated to the production of textile and apparel goods are
a source of severe negative effects on their surrounding ecosystems. Every
step in the production processes of textiles and fibres carries a substantial
environmental footprint. Along the operations, diverse resources are
employed, such as land, water, energy, pesticides, chemicals, and/or non-
biodegradable materials (Sajn, 2019). Additional operations also need to be
considered: depending on the style and function of the garment, applied wet
processing operations such as dying, printing and finishing are considered
risk factors for the environment (Chen & Burns, 2006). Altogether, the
fashion industry has to account for a severe environmental footprint due
to its significant CO2 emissions, fast water consumption rates along with
chemical and material waste that contribute to water and soil contamination
(Niinimdki et al., 2020). Despite the application of eco-efficiencies,
more equitable policies and various emerging sustainable innovations,
supply chains of fashion companies are still considered one of the most
unsustainable sectors, from both environmental and social perspectives.

Another problematic side of textile and apparel production regards the social
sustainability of the industry‘s workers and their safety. Unethical practices
in regards to textile workers and people involved in the production and
manufacturing operations endure in today's business of fashion as well. The
sector has seen the rise of fast fashion retailers such as Zara, Gap and H&M,
which have thrived exploiting the unregulated and unethical industrial
contexts of sweatshops (Gupta & Gentry, 2018). The overall increased
consumption and lowering prices of fashion products over the last decades
have triggered the adoption of lower standards from producers towards their
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employees. Recently, international organisations reported that labour rights
violations, poor working conditions and underpayment of workers are still
common in several countries part of fashion global supply chains (Kashyap,
2018). Furthermore, accidents such as the Rana Plaza building collapse in 2013
exposed with unprecedented media coverage the dark side of the industry and
its unethical behaviour towards the workers and their families.

Simply by considering the pathways that garments took to reach our
wardrobe, allowed us to disclose a series of severe issues that occur until
their lifespan begins at the buying moment. But what comes after? Further
considerations should be made also on consumers' behaviour and the
impacts related to consumption and care habits of apparel products.

Resulting from globalization of markets and increasing demand of
commodities, during the period from 1980 and 2010, the fashion and textile
industry underwent a structural change that affected consumption patterns.
While textile and clothing consumption has grown, it also relocated its
production to Asian countries, primarily following benefits in cost reduction
(Niinimaki and Hassi, 2011). Skoggard (1998) drew the attention on how the
commodity flows create new transnational links between producers in
developing countries with urban western consumers. Interdependencies
were thus generated between consumers and producers: high demand
for affordable products results in lowering their quality and durability,
accelerating the consumption rates even more, consequently calling
manufacturers toincreasinglylowering pricesand standards. Despite several
strategies attempting to increase durability in fashion, tuning physical
longevity and fostering emotional attachment, they are limited by the
perception, behaviour and consumption practices of users (Fletcher, 2012).
The vicious circle of lower quality and value, and increased consumption
hereby reinforces the “take-make-dispose’ paradigm which most fashion
companies follow (Garcés-Ayerbe, Rivera-Torres, Sudrez-Perales & Hiz
2019). As a result, consumers of cheap clothing are supporting the unethical
and unsustainable systems of production, as well as contributing to resource
depletion by frequent and incorrect care and disposal of their purchases.

As the side-effects of this formula are becoming more visible, growing
concern regarding the effects linked to our purchasing practices have
resulted in increasing pressure towards fashion companies to address their
sustainability issues. Growing awareness has induced brands to take action
and tackle the supply chains footprint as well as promoting more sustainable
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lifestyles for consumers. As a matter of fact, fashion products‘ sustainability
issues do not stop at the moment of purchase and more issues occur not
so far from our wardrobe as we might want to believe. Several studies
demonstrated how usage patterns and care habits largely contribute to the
carbon and water footprints of a piece of clothing. Strategies that attempt to
foster durability in fashion are limited by the behaviour and consumption
practices of users (Fletcher, 2012). For instance, final users* habits should
also be accounted for in the overall impacts of fashion products.

Taking a look back at this imaginary journey, it is now possible to envision
a network of pathways and related sustainability challenges that extends
in many directions. From material extraction required to grow the cotton
constituting our favourite pair of jeans, to the habits we have that reduce the
lifespan of our knits and push us to buy new ones every season, apparel and
fashion products carry enormous environmental and social footprints. By
considering that each of the long production chains is related and dependent
on other supporting functions, such as transportation, communications,
water supply and waste management, to name a few, this analysis could
continue expanding ceaselessly. Through analysing the way we buy and use
the clothing in our closet, we can have a glimpse of the systemic impacts
of fashion products and how they are interlinked with structural issues
characterizing the fashion system.

The pace of the fashion system leads to structural sustainability faults,
which are arduous to cease. Fashion brands follow a rigid hierarchy in which
products are produced in the form of collections, once divided into biannual
seasons and now extended to 4 up to 24 presentations per year (Remy,
Speelman & Swartz, 2016). The extreme was reached by fast fashion retailers
through “just in time” manufacturing modes that allowed to accelerate
turnover of new products in shops, offered at very low prices (Clark, 2008).
The global fashion industry itself is characterized by a fast model of product
management based on planned obsolescence of both products and styles
(Bertola, Colombi & Vacca, 2018). Companies adhere to fixed global schedules
for presentations and distribution, organized through trade fairs, fashion
weeks, sales campaigns, shop distribution, and sales (ibid.). As a result, the
planned production and distribution systems, obliged to fit the organization
and the tight schedule of fashion presentations, have to make constant
trade-offsin quality and safety, undermining both social and environmental
sustainability across the value-chain.
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To tackle the sustainability challenges of fashion, several approaches have
been proposed by academics, practitioners and consultants. Ranging from
technical, material, product design and process innovation, until innovative
design-led strategies for paradigm change (e.g. design for circularity), new
business models and PSSs are redefining the ways to implement sustainable
innovation. Furthermore, several practical and conceptual design-based
tools have been studied and developed with an increasing interest within
thelast years, with the final aim of guiding clothing designers in integrating
sustainability in their practice (Karell & Niinimaki, 2020). In response,
fashion companies are increasingly employing different design-based and
management strategies, adopting emerging technological innovations and
complying to different policies, international frameworks and certification
schemes. Despite many brands and retailers asserted to engage in more
sustainable operations, significant improvements on a systemic level are yet
to be reached (Lehmann et. al., 2018).

The next sections will present different stances towards sustainability, in
the form of changes occurring and needed in the fashion system. A review
of the literature on sustainable approaches will not be presented, as it would
exceed the scope of the thesis. Instead, the research will focus on the need
for designers to embrace new roles in the fashion industry, committing to
innovative and holistic approaches for achieving environmental and social
sustainability, while maintaining economic viability.

2.2 Changes in the system

Presented in the previous section, the impacts of mainstream fashion
industrial operations occur onasystemic level. Sustainability considerations
are unbounded, reaching far from abrand‘s own sphere towards supply chain
networks and consumers‘ behaviour, until the very structure of the fashion
system. As the fashion system is a complex network of actors, connecting
many areas of socio-economic activities, influencing cultural phenomena
affects the ecosystem's balance in several and concurrent ways. Reflecting
onitsinherent systemic nature, several initiatives are advanced to tackle the
sustainability challenges it is currently facing. By taking a wide perspective
on the system, this section will present some of the standpoints taken by
the different actors and will advance the need for integrated approaches to
tackle the sustainability challenges of the industry.
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In response to the hectic and damaging practices of the fashion industry,
an increasing interest towards sustainability is gaining momentum within
the system. From grassroots-led initiatives in which individuals meet and
share knowledge about DIY (do-it-yourself) and best practices, as well as
in growing cases of independent brands and start-ups innovating through
new business models and socio-technical solutions; to the macro scale
where environmental and social sustainability considerations are becoming
a priority for an increasing number of fashion firms (Lehmann et al,
2018), major clothing companies are also driving corporate responsibility
initiatives, implementing new material innovation and adhering to
certification schemes in order to lower their impacts (Fletcher, 2007).
Several multi stakeholder initiatives emerged with the aim of connecting
consumers, brands, manufacturers, NGOs and academics to increase
awareness and find solutions to the social and environmental impacts of the
sector (Black, 2011). One by one, all actors are getting involved in the effort
to gain understanding of the issue and tackle the impacts of fashion on a
global scale.

On the institutional level, new international frameworks and policies
are being developed to ensure greener and more fair standards within
manufacturing processes. In March 2020, the European Commission (2020)
advanced the Circular Economy Action Plan as one of the main components
of the European Green Deal, Europe's new agenda for sustainable growth.
The plan introduces legislative and non-legislative measures in industry-
specific sections, with the aim of encouraging the adoption of circularity in
design and production, as well as sustainable consumption patterns (ibid.).

Furthermore, international relevance to the fashion sustainability discourse
is given by initiatives such as the Fashion Pact (2019) a global coalition signed
by major fashion houses in Biarritz in 2019, during the last G7 summit,
representing the companies pledge to align their sustainability efforts with
the United Nations' Sustainable Development Goals (UN SDGs)". Calls to
action arise from different stakeholders, more actors are taking synchronized
attempts, while creating opportunities for innovations to emerge and to
slowly stabilize, changing the very structure of the fashion system.

Sustainability is approached from many angles within companies,
depending on their organizational structure, values and potential, from
both management and design perspectives. Within a single company,
sustainability matters can be delegated to different internal or external

*Detailed information about the UN SDGs framework: www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/
sustainable-development-goals/
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units, as managing change for sustainability often requires organizations
to integrate external knowledge into the organizational practice (Patora-
Wysocka & Sutkowski, 2019). Fashion firms are multidisciplinary
environments in which designers, managers, technicians, consultants and
communication experts work together at the production of new collections
of apparel products (Bertola et al. 2018), hence sustainability matters need
to be approached simultaneously from different angles. Consequently,
sustainable practices can be integrated at different levels of the product
development process (research, design, manufacturing, promotion and
distribution) as well as within supporting operations (logistics, retail
planning, merchandising, customer service, communication, etc.).

For the reason that adopting sustainable practices is a transition process,
several strategies can be implemented contemporaneously and at different
paces. It would be nearly impossible to make an exhaustive summary
of existing approaches across processes and companies tackling the
sustainability of the fashion industry. It is therefore crucial to consider
sustainability aspects at all levels, bearing in mind that, likewise issues,
solutions can emerge systemically. As recognized by Fletcher (2007, 122),
there is not a formula, nor a one-fits-all method to achieve sustainability
in fashion, but several design opportunities, enabling change at different
stages, areas and rhythms, while involving many actors in the system. By
emulating Nature's functioning, we canbringchangein the system, initiating
the needed sustainable transformation process in the fashion industry
(ibid.). Embracing a new vision of sustainable fashion means for Fletcher:
focusing on both big and small; including diversity in fibers, products
and services, as well as in business models and customer targets; embed
sustainability values in products and services; and approaching design as
an interconnecting and holistic practice (ibid.). In conclusion, embracing
sustainability requires redefining objectives in favor of environmental and
social benefits, engaging in cultural, structural and organizational levels of
the industry, connecting diverse stakeholders in the process, and taking a
systemic view on both issues and interventions.

Design strategies for sustainability must address aspects beyond the mere
product design aspects. Focusing on eco-efficiencies in manufacturing,
or modifying existing products through eco-materials or re-designing
is not enough to make positive change (Manzini, 1994). Focusing on the
symptoms and adjusting things to be “less unsustainable” will not change
the underlying root causes, therefore make any positive impact, leaving the
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system unchanged (Fletcher, 2007). Creating sustainable fashion requires
profound changes and radical solutions not limited to quick fixes favoured
by business cycles and profitable green marketing. A deeper engagement
in social and environmental interests requires designers to inquire about
systems' dynamics, stepping into business organization and decision
making roles, conceiving new value-creation models and interaction
between different stakeholders, acting as mediators inside and outside
companies (Vezzoli, 2007).

Every sustainability stance taken by individual firms potentially brings
economic benefits as well. The business case for sustainability has proven
to be beneficial to the industry players as more equitable and eco-friendly
practices in the supply chains lead to improved efficiency, cost reductions,
strengthening stakeholder relations and ultimately fostering innovation
(Whelan & Fink, 2020). Moreover, approaches that rethink value creation
often function as a differentiating element, enabling more business

opportunities, hence increasing the firms‘ competitive advantage.

Examples of integrated practices can be found at various stages of the
product development and across the value chain of new apparel products, as
well as along the lifecycle of clothing and accessories already in circulation.
Furthermore, sustainable thinking has been embodied in the supporting
system through the activities of different actors and institutions outside of
firms. This shows that, to keep up with the change of pace occurring within
the system, fashion firms not only need to take serious measures to invert
their environmental and social negative impacts, but they have to invent
innovative and coherent ways to bring sustainability across their value
chains and networks. Due to such increasing needs, the thesis advances a
Strategic Design approach to the topic of integrating sustainable approaches
in fashion SMEs. In order to complete the theoretical background of the
research, the following chapter presents a literature review of SD in practice
to further support the empirical enquiry.
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3. A Strategic Design approach

With the purpose of setting the premises to meet the thesis‘ second objective
(Section1.1), the current chapter devises abasic understanding of the concept
of strategy applied to the design practice, derived from an exploration
of existing literature. The following sections aim at offering definitions
and characteristics of Strategic Design (SD), ultimately completing
the theoretical framework of the study. The theoretical insights were
subsequently applied in empirical research, with the aim of experimenting
with a strategic perspective and investigating the ways in which strategic
value (section 3.2) emerges from fashion SMEs‘ sustainability approaches.

3.1 What Strategic Design is (not)

Several definitions attempt to describe the concept of strategy. Most
commonly, strategy refers to the employment of plans (Merriam-Webster,
n.d., Definition 2), taking coordinated actions towards a major goal.
Nowadays, we encounter this concept in a great variety of forms, especially
in management and business organization. Here, strategy acquires
systemic and long-term perspectives in order to position a company among
competitors, it provides differentiation through unique practices and fosters
the combination of activities (Porter, 1996). The term is now more widely
applied in different fields including communication and design.

Coupled with the design practice, strategy gains overlapping meanings of
intrinsic quality as well as being understood as a novel approach. Firstly, the
integration of design in the realm of business has been defined itself as an
element enabling strategy for innovation, as designers expand, endorse and
validate new possibilities for business development (Bruce & Bessant, 2005).
For its non-linear and human-centred approach, along with exploratory and
holistic qualities, design-thinking is increasingly permeating the levels of
organizational and institutional structure (Shapira, Ketchie, & Nehe, 2017;
Borja de Mozota, 2003). Secondly, design is employed with a strategic stance
across functions when it is used beyond its traditional scope of product
development, moving towards a multi-functional activity that encompasses
different phases of business development (Keinonen, 2008) until merging
into Design Management in the practice of (re)designing businesses (Borja
de Mozota, 2003). From both perspectives, design and strategy combined,
represent new ways to stir change towards intended directions.
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Yet, Strategic Design (SD) is neither simply strategy making nor input
of design thinking into business and governance. First and foremost, it
is essential to recognize that Design has expanded its boundaries and is
becoming a widely accepted practice apt to deal with societal challenges.
Julier (2013) places in the 1980s the decisive moment in which the design
profession attracted interest from different fields and extended the roles
of design professionals beyond mere product creation. An increasing share
of designer‘s role and responsibility has not only been recognized, but
encouraged by design experts for long, as many have raised critical views
upon the negative contributions of the design practice in contemporary
societies (Papanek, 1971; Buchanan, 1992; Fry, 2009; Manzini, 2015).

Nevertheless, the urge to take a more participant role in facing the
increasing complexity of contemporary society generates new positions
for designers and new subfields of the practice. Fry (2009) defined the new
Strategic Designer as “redirective practitioner’ (p. 172). He argues that
this requires taking a leading and reactive position towards unsustainable
practices, while contributing with diligent and feasible alternatives through
long-term and extended perspectives (ibid.). In detail, Fry explains “It
means approaching the developers and producers of unsustainable things
with radical but viable ideas, project proposals and practical solutions that
present options for change that equally enable them to stay in business’
(ibid. 172). Therefore, the new design practice should focus on the contextual
and structural aspects of production, as well as the relationships with users
and the end-of-life of products and services. As a result of such incitements,
Strategic Design is one of the various subfields of design practice including
Design for Social Innovation, Collaborative Design, Participatory Design,
Interaction Design and others, that explicitly explore, create and, precisely,
design new relationships between products, services, users and contexts.

The Strategic Design approach was selected over the other emergent design
practices as it allows the discussion on the topic of sustainability in the
fashion industry to expand, investigating new directions while providing
an understanding of the challenge's dynamics. Furthermore, owing to
the quality of Strategic Design of investigating systems and the elements
within, this approach enables the designer to practice problem setting prior
to problem solving (Meroni, 2008), therefore engaging in sense-making and
decision-making processes within organizations.
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3.2 Definitions, Characteristics and Applications of
Strategic Design

The application of designers® skills and knowledge in different contexts
and increasingly relevant positions has led to the delineation of Strategic
Design as one of the many areas of practice of the field of Design. A general
understanding of the affinity between Strategy and Design, as a new stream
of research and practice will be outlined in the following lines, with the aid of
examples of its application, as well as characteristics defined by prior scholars.

Avariety of applications of the strategic practice of design inform theoretical
studies with several definitions. Essentially, Strategic Design is based on the
employment of design principles, tools and practices in the creation and
execution of strategic decisions in organizations (Calabretta et al. 2016).
For Manzini and Vezzoli (2003) SD stands for a design activity focused on
integrated systems of products, services and communication, tying long-
term objectives with new values, trends and opportunities, and finally
enabling a reconfiguration of organizations and roles of companies, clients
and other stakeholders. Strategic Design is therefore recognized as a practice
that engages in both sense-making and decision-making processes, with
an emphasis on product-service-systems, and creating collaboration and
involvement of different stakeholders and disciplines (Meroni, 2008).

Applications of SD can be found in different types of organizations such as
governmental institutions, consultancies and design firms. Strategic Design
is increasingly employed in the institutional environment as it tackles “big
picture’ challenges, with the aim of reshaping the approach to problems,
developing a human-centred understanding of the context before identifying
windows of action (Helsinki Design Lab, n.d). For this reason, SD is known in
the Nordic countries for being fostered in institutional contexts such as the
Finnish Innovation Fund SITRA and the Swedish Government's Innovation
Agency Vinnova. Within SITRA, SD is used as “a tool to better conceptualize
and respond to so-called ‘wicked* challenges” (Sitra, n.d.) and it is defined as
“the oil that smoothes the transition from a grand vision to a set of principles
that can be used to make choices on an operational level” (ibid.).

In these regards, in the essay “Dark matter and trojan horses. A Strategic
Design vocabulary” Hill (2012) provides definitions and characteristics
of Strategic Design in the context of governance and the public sector. He
defines the focus of SD in “the systemic redesign of cultures of decision-
making at the individual and institutional levels” (Hill, 2012 p.13) and its
application in facing primary societal problems including sustainability
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with a “system-oriented view of problems’ (ibid.). Furthermore, he presents
various recognizable elements of SD projects. First, Hill recognizes the
double role of SD as a Strategic Design project not only addresses the
“matter’, the artefact of design, a product or a service that fulfills certain
needs, but it also tackles the “meta’, the context in which the problem and
solutions find their place (ibid.). In other words, SD thrives when it provides
an understanding of the given context: drivers and barriers to value creation
(Sitra); relationships and structures between actors, products, services and
systems (Meroni, 2008); long-term goals, new values and opportunities
(Manzini & Vezzoli, 2003).

Strategic Design functions with and within systems. Thinking in systems”
has been increasingly considered to be critical in facing the complexity of
contemporary challenges. Although different scholars advanced several
definitions of systems thinking, the consensus lays on the adaptiveness
of this approach to investigate wicked problems with blurred boundaries
(Arnold & Wade, 2015). Taking a systemic perspective requires incorporating
multiple perspectives. By doing so, it is possible to identify relationships
and dependencies among the actors and the parts of the system, observing
simultaneously the entire and the detail (Kim, 1999), hypothesize on future
behaviours and operate on the system itself (Meadows, 2008).

In this perspective, a renewed focus and interest of the design practice
towards systems has the potential to spark value within the system itself.
Manzini and Vezzoli (2003) emphasised the need for a design practice
oriented towards sustainability, which furthermore, would evolve from
product thinking to system thinking. With this intention, they proposed
the notion of Strategic Design for Sustainability as a practice apt to moving
away from business-as-usual and addressing complexity within systems.
Moreover, by taking a life cycle approach towards products and services,
SD for Sustainability allows reconfiguring stakeholders collaboration,
involving other companies, service providers, institutions, NGOs and clients
in the value chains to meet long-term sustainability goals while meeting
values and trends of today.

From the design literature, Strategic Design is commonly related to
Product Service Systems (PSSs). Designing and supporting PSSs is not only
strategic in business terms (i.e. designing systems of products and services

* For a review of definitions of Systems Thinking:

Amold, R. D., & Wade, J. P. (2015). A definition of systems thinking: A systems approach.
Procedia Computer Science, 44(C), 669-678.

Jamie P. Monat, Thomas F. Gannon, What is Systems Thinking? A Review of Selected Literature
Plus Recommendations, American Journal of Systems Science, Vol. 4 No. 1, 2015, pp. 11-26.

24



interconnected and interdependent to the central object; something that
giant tech companies mastered remarkably), it is as well especially relevant
in the case of Design for Sustainability (Manzini & Vezzoli 2003; Ceschin
& Gaziulusoy, 2016). Through extensive investigation of users' needs and
stakeholder's collaboration, PSSs enables the creation of new meanings and
understanding of human environments, creating new synergies between
actors and ultimately contributing in producing environmental benefits
through socio-technical innovation (Manzini & Vezzoli 2003; Meroni,
2008). In conclusion, understanding the big picture and taking a systemic
approach can be considered an application of Strategic Design, whether it is
transferred into the design of PSSs or directly acting on parts of the system
for the advancement of sustainability.

SUSTAINABILITY SYSTEMS
. THINKING

STRATEGIC DESIGN

PSSs

DESIGN BUSINESS
STRATEGY

Evolving needs and greater societal challenges urge designers to move
even further, to explore systems, engage with different actors, chase social
and environmental benefits rather than uniquely profit. This becomes
especially relevant in the context of fashion, in which the role of designers
emphasizes the link between material and symbolic aspects (Chun,
2018) combining entrepreneurial and craft knowledge with cultural and
individual significance. Within the scope of this thesis, Strategic Design is
therefore intended as a practice to question the traditional design approach
in fashion firms; focusing on investigating the deeper roots of problems
in the surrounding context, while bringing a collaborative, long-term and
holistic perspective aimed at generating social and environmental benefits.

Figure 2. Intersections

of research domains
and practices with
Strategic Design
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